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McLaren has taken on an ambitious task in writing a history of contraception from antiquity to the present day in Western society. The sheer scope of the research in this field is daunting, yet he has managed to write an intelligible and provocative study. Historians in the field should be truly grateful, for not since Norman Himes published his Medical History of Contraception in •936 has anyone attempted an overview of this topic. Where McLaren's study differs from the earlier one is in the broader perspective he brings to the work. This is not a history of technology, but rather a history of people and why they made the decisions they did. It looks at how family members can reach the same decision, but for quite different reasons. This is not an easy task. As McLaren himself describes his approach, 'I have drawn on demographic, medical, literary, religious, family and women's history to show the complex ways in which reproductive decision making was entangled ih a web of social, cultural and gender relationships' (4). His focus is not on the control of birth, for as he points out this has been possible since time immemorial, but rather on how tl•e control of fertility was interpreted. Contraception, then, is being placed in its social setting and out of the realm of medicine. This is as it should be, since the medical profession became involved in the control of birth only very recently. Until well into the twentieth century men and women regulated their fertility despite what the experts said or did.
McLaren has divided his research into seven chapters, each of which focuses on a specific period -Greek, Roman, the Christian West, the Middle Ages, early modern Europe, the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and the modern period of family planning. In each chapter he examines the family -in terms of gender relations, size, and patterns of childbearing -so as to understand how fertility control was utilized. In such a sweeping overview, he has utilized secondary literature to a large extent and oflen details the varying historiographic perspectives on the issue. Consequently, he has written a wonderful source book on the historiography of contraception as it relates to the family, and for this alone the book would be worthwhile. Perhaps the one drawback is that some of the early chapters cover such a broad sweep of time that the infbrmation comes fast and furious, and is at times difficult to assimilate.
The theme that emerges from the book is continuity. Attitudes with which historians of one period will be familiar appear with regularity in other periods. For example, while the Romans were not concerned with the nature of sexual practice, they were concerned about the possible excess of the particular form of sexual expression chosen. Thus they encouraged control of the body, a control that, as McLaren points out, Christians continued but fbr very different reasons. One of the more striking continuities that seems to survive from one period to another is hostility towards women and their bodies. Yet despite this hostility, McLaren makes it clear that women were active in contraception and were able to get around the negativity directed at them. Indeed, women are central in this study. This may appear to be as it should be since they bear the children, but in most studies of contraception, even modern ones, women tend to appear passive when they appear at all.
In his conclusion, McLaren brings us to the present and the issue of reproductive technology. Infertility is the other side of f•rtility control and, as he rightly points out, cannot be ignored in a study of this type. This is a provocative chapter but a significant one. In it he continues his approach of revealing dillbrent people and ideologies coming to similar conclusions for often opposing reasons. He sees where the New Right and feminism's thinking converges about the importance of childbearing tbr women. The New Right sees it as a way of limiting women's choices and returning to a kind of past that perhaps never existed, whereas feminism stresses the way it empowers women. Fertility is still a contentious issue proving the timeliness of this study. 
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